Navigating ethical challenges in academic library makerspaces by Melo, Marijel
Navigating Ethical Challenges in Academic Library 
Makerspaces 
Marijel (Maggie) Melo1 
1 University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, USA 
melo1@ad.unc.edu 
Abstract. This poster presentation outlines a pilot study that examined 
how U.S. academic library makerspaces navigate ethical uncertainty. The 
typical configuration of a makerspace includes technologies such as 3D 
printers, VR/AR, laser cutters, circuitry supplies, and hand tools. These 
technologies, like libraries, are not neutral and bring a host of ethical 
considerations that makerspaces professionals are presently grappling 
with. In particular, makerspace staff members are often unsure how to 
navigate an ethically fraught situation (e.g. whether to 3D print a gun). 
As such, this exploratory study analyzes the responses from information 
professionals who oversee an academic library makerspace within a uni-
versity system (the system is comprised of 17 institutions). The scope of 
the responses, prompted by qualitative methods: survey and interviews, 
focused on the training and written policies present within each of the 
makerspaces in the study. The poster presentation will extend an envi-
ronmental scan of ethical uncertainty prominent within academic library 
makerspaces, and will offer a nascent framework for training and devel-
opment approaches for makerspace leadership and staff. 
Keywords: Participatory Culture, Academic Libraries, Information Eth-
ics, Makerspaces. 
1 Research Background 
On August 9, 2018, American Libraries published an article regarding a growing con-
cern among public and academic libraries in the United States: What do librarians do 
when a patron asks to 3D print a gun? (Inklebarger 2018). In 2018, the ethics and le-
galities of 3D printing guns was heightened with the impending release of 3D model 
gun files from Defense Distributed, a non-profit that sells gun CAD files. The organi-
zation sought to openly release the “Liberator,” a gun completely comprised of 3D 
printed parts. The concern around 3D printing weapons inadvertently revealed a sys-
temic issue emerging from the accelerated adoption of library makerspaces: mak-
erspaces do not have written policies and/or training curricula in place to help staff 
members navigate ethically-fraught situations within their spaces (“3-D Printing in Li-
braries,” 2018). The typical configuration of a makerspace includes technologies such 
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as 3D printers, VR/AR, laser cutters, circuitry supplies, and hand tools. These technol-
ogies, like libraries, are not neutral and bring a host of ethical considerations that mak-
erspaces professionals are presently grappling with. 3D printing weapons is just one of 
many ethical challenges that makerspace staff members are navigating; other ethical 
considerations surfacing from makerspaces include 
 How do staff members intervene when a user experiences virtual harassment 
within a VR environment? (Outlaw and Duckles 2018) 
 How is HIPPA compliance engaged when students 3D model or 3D print pa-
tients’ brains and/or other body parts or imagery? How are the files managed 
and/or disposed of? 
 How are the environmental issues addressed? What is to be done with the hun-
dreds of pounds of failed 3D prints accrued over a year? (“As 3D Printing 
Grows,” 2017) 
 How is cultural competency accounted for in a makerspace that is narrowly 
conceived to represent a specific type of making and maker? 
2 Research Methods & Methodology 
These ethical quandaries reveal a need for training curricula dedicated to ethics and for 
written policies for staff to reference. In 2016, Koh and Abbas surveyed makerspace 
professionals to get a sense of the competencies they both possessed and wished to 
develop. Respondents identified “knowledge of user behavior and how people learn” 
and “management” as two top competencies they felt underprepared in (Koh and Abbas 
2016). In response to these two competency gaps, the researcher conducted a pilot study 
to investigate the issue of makerspace training and development in a holistic manner. 
This poster presentation will outline an exploratory pilot study that examines the 
training curricula and written policies that are in place for academic library mak-
erspaces within a university system comprised of 17 institutions. The scope of the pilot 
study was informed by current research on the ways popular conceptions of innovation 
are transforming academic libraries from passive, consumer spaces to active, participa-
tory environments with collaborative learning spaces like makerspaces. The pilot study 
extended an entry point to understand how academic library makerspaces, specifically 
within a specific university system, have responded (or not) to the issues of ethics 
through their written policies and staff training. The qualitative pilot study will present 
findings from surveys and interviews from information professionals (purposive sam-
pling) who oversee a makerspace within the larger university system. In terms of scope, 
the pilot study will respond to the following research questions: 
 How are makerspace staff members trained to navigate ethically fraught sce-
narios in the makerspace? How have ethical issues been addressed in the past? 
What written policies does the makerspace have in place? 
 Who’s at the table when procedures, protocols, and policies are devised and 
enacted? 
 What existing constraints make it difficult for staff training and policy devel-
opment? 
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The outcomes of this pilot study will be generative on several fronts. At the completion 
of this proposed work, the researcher will gain an understanding of the current state of 
makerspace staff training and policy development across universities within a regional 
system. This pilot study will help refine methods and methodology for the researcher’s 
future projects, while also giving the researcher the opportunity to meet (and potentially 
collaborate with) other makerspace researchers throughout the region and beyond. 
This poster presentation outlines a pilot study that examined how U.S. academic 
library makerspaces navigated ethical uncertainty. Specifically, this exploratory study 
analyzes the responses from information professionals who oversee an academic library 
makerspace within a specific university system (the system is comprised of 17 institu-
tions). The scope of the responses, prompted by qualitative methods: survey and inter-
views, focused on the training and written policies present within each of the mak-
erspaces. The impetus of the pilot study was spurred by current research on how popular 
conceptions of innovation are transforming academic libraries from passive, consumer 
spaces to active, participatory environments with collaborative learning spaces like 
makerspaces. 
The pilot study extended an entry point to understand how academic library mak-
erspaces, specifically within a specific university system, have responded to the issues 
of ethics through their written policies and staff training. The qualitative pilot study will 
present findings from surveys and interviews from information professionals (purpos-
ive sampling) who oversee a makerspace within the larger university system. 
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